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The Phenomenon of Man 


some little bird 

found dead and swollen 

eyes open and feathers wet 

brown and dull, no brightness or shine 
just stiff and crusted 


she died last week 

and was just found today 

by some little girl 

who’s curious about 

death 

its body and eyes 

she refluffs the bird’s feathers 
and builds a homemade nest 
or grave 

she says a prayer- 

scripture mixed with a nursery rhyme 
and walks away 

heavy and 

burdened and 

angered 

just because 


Transitional Sonata 


It was the first time that I went to Africa. 

I felt weak beneath the weight of a rain season- 

not abroad, at home. 

A hundred dixie cups littered the lawn, 

all half filled with the punch you brewed in the sink 

now carelessly strewn about and lost among crickets. 

You didn’t seem to mind- 

between long gulps you’d laugh and murmur words in another language 

my closest moments in a dribble of light beer and saliva 

were spent kissing your mouth, trying to extract 

an elixir that was not there 

nudging my face into your flesh looking for answers or comfort or something 
to quell my impassioned lunar voice- a woman in poetry. 

I did not need comfort nor stale bed sheets drenched in the fluids of our spoiled 
orchard- 

summer’s ripe fruit rested not in our tired loins, 

but in the depths of our souls- 

luscious, perfect fruits as they were, though not acknowledged. 


ho 





Let Go 


there are so many souls 

aloof and wandering 

trying so damn hard to meet 
one better than 

or less than 

like comparison is fuel and ash 
constantly on trial for childhood 
crimes, felt but forgotten 
aimlessly being 

hoping oneself to become 
hoping to die sooner than later 
so not to waste away 

under the smile and lace 

rough hands finger the dirt 
beneath my compass 

blend blood with grain 

tasting the iron and bitterness or 
pain 

feeling lost and old 

and wanting to let go 


Dear Abigail 
Dear Abigail, 


Mommy saw us again today playing in the woods. She 
sat me down on her lap and told me that I couldn’t play 
like that with you anymore because there are rules that 
a son must follow to be proper. She said that she just 
can’t understand why we keep playing with things that 
she has clearly told us are dangerous. She told me that 
I need to tame my ‘animal spirits’ to live within our 
tent. However, I don’t understand why the other mem- 
bers of our family get to frolic in their love. My dear- 
est love, I do not know what to do with my feelings that 
no one understands. So I have an idea — let’s runaway 
to the Catskills so we can start a family of our own or 
do whatever the spirits move us to do. I think my 
‘animal spirits’ are good and I want to share them with 
you. We can live amongst other animals like us — all 
stuffed with passion and love. If we leave home to- 
gether we can be born again — to accept each other in 
our free love — a path which Mommy wants us to walk 
away from. Please meet me under the porch if you are 
ready to accept my risky proposal for a true adventure. 


Your brother in Christ, 


Sam 


false gods 


I begged her for a chance to fail 
She turned her back on me 

She gave me options 

So many options 

Yet there is only one for me 


I desire to follow my heart 

and my faith at the same time 
Yet my dream is a heresy 

A political stance shouted timidly 


There is no room for bitterness 
In my life, in my church 

Yet that acid taste remains 

As I watch others follow my call 


I must not follow God’s will, my will 

But the will of the Church 

This love-hate relationship leaves me bruised 
Like a battered wife who returns home 
Because that is all I know 

That is where I must stay 


The one true faith is here 

The truth that my sexuality 

has robbed me of my passion 
God grants me insight, inspiration 
with a guarantee 

that I will fall on hardened hearts 


I am asked to decide 

Between my home and an uncertain future 
I long for a chance 

to fall short or leap the great distance 

I will prove them wrong 

I will prove them nght 

I will prove to myself 

That I have heard you 

I have answered 

YES 


I miss her in other places 

I stare at the barren cross 

Asking why the crucifixion has forsaken me 
Why Christ has fallen from the cross 
Robbing me of my chance to mourn 


And now I think of leaving her 

For another home with no gender 

Who will accept my feminity and my dream 

I turn and cower behind false gods 

False gods that have given me safety and excuses 
Or are they false at all? 

Maybe it’s me that is false. 


i 


oie 





peccatum ad infinitum or talkin' ‘bout theological suicide blues 


...may it please the reader to know that 1 am an emotional whore, 
for the chore of encompassing divinity's bequeathment is 
something for which my personal religion has no capacity. 
there is no lenten, no penance, no plenary that can atone for the 
annals of carnals, which have monopolized my devotion. 

they mock that very rood, treating it as some forgotten lore, 
therefore, purgation is superfluous, for my sins could never be 
severed by mere intinction in holy fire, since contravention is 
the very content of my soul. 

i fear the new evolution of the hypocritical apostasy that 1s my 
effort to indoctrinate myself with divine affection. 
capriciousness 1s all that 1 can ejaculate onto thy sublime 

grace. 

a waste. 

i depart from everything god imparts. 

nonetheless, i quake in withdrawal, sans trinity, for 1 do lust 
after you 

O jesus, 0 jesus, O jesus 

it can be said that my curriculum vitae is a perdition of my own 
creation, self-manifested in the specters that haunt me well past 
their suggested consumer date. 

then, am i god's offspring? 

no. 

for the sake of sacred church, i, a fetus, am self-aborted for 
polluting the placenta of holy spirit. 

ablute (nay, ablate) this wretched cerberus! 

lament, o my clement, 0 my sweet heart, o my christ, 

for 1 loathe the leviathan i have become, 1 am my father's son... 


Ash Wednesday Reflections on John 1:1-5 


Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. That’s 
what the priest says when tracing a cross, with a thumb dipped in ashes, 
on a Christian’s forehead. The first time I experienced this Lenten ritual, 
I trembled at the gravity of those words. I looked around at my fellow 
worshipers, and the ugly black smirches above everyone’s eyebrows pro- 
claimed the reality, which we usually try to keep silent and invisible, that 
corruption is at work within us from the day we are born. 

For those who believe that the church is supposed to help them 
feel good about themselves and to encourage them to overcome their 
weaknesses in order to live up to their potential, Ash Wednesday and the 
Lenten season that it introduces can be a rude shock. In general, we like 
to celebrate life and look on the bright side. After all, we assert, this 
world is not only sorrow and pain. We just need to learn the proper cop- 
ing mechanisms. But what about those who know only too well the real- 
ity of this world’s corruption and decay: the bereaved, the betrayed, the 
sick and the sorrowful? At certain moments in our lives we can no 
longer keep up the deceptions that are so precious to us. Death intrudes. 
Love is lost. Disease proves untreatable. Pain steals all our energy. What 
then? What hope can there be when all ends in death anyway? The rea- 
son we tend to be afraid of those who are in great pain or bereavement is 
that they refuse to stop staring at the black ashes on everyone’s forehead. 

So what is the Christian hope that gives the church courage to 
face the darkness of our own decay? The Christian hope is that the One 
who created the universe is not afraid to enter our world of pain and 
ashes. Jesus, who was in the beginning with God and who was God and 
through whom all things were created, is the one who brings the light of 
life into our darkness. Whether you are facing darkness this season or 
trying to hide from it, whether you never tire of hearing the gospel or 
you can give 101 reasons why there is no such thing as good news in this 
world, Lent is a time for listening to the Word that God would speak into 
your heart. Jesus will not deny that you are dust and to dust you shall re- 
turn, but he may remind you that he was the One who formed Adam out 
of the dust of the earth. He will certainly tell you that death and decay 
are no longer the end of the story. 





Forgiving 


You are a hanged man. 

The wind has caught your back 
and blown you spinning. 
Dead behind your glasses 
you can’t see 

but I can see 

the sun keeps catching there 
and burning up your eyes. 
Your face, a prism 

weighing on a narrow thread, 
twists steadily away from me. 


Coming round, 

your eyes still flaming, 
you have altered. 

Now you are not neutral dead, 
but sinister, deserving, 
my persecutor punished, 
judged and burned. 

This is grim, 

an execution: 

you, sinner, 

I, witness. 


The wind rises, 

your rope groans, 

you stare down a bare horizon 
with your pitiable gaze. 

How has your blankness 
evoked my sharp pity? 

Did this newest circle 

turn you younger, 

simpler, before the day 

you chose disaster? 

Or has my compassion 

finally crept behind 

your lit-up lenses 

and found your fear, 

your shuddering regret, 

your child’s tremble? 

You are becoming recognizable. 
This is too terrible. 


So you have learned 

to chase me down 

and down: 

first by your breathless inconsistency, 
now by this pleading silence, 

by the slackness at your mouth 
asking me to stop your swinging. 
You beggar! 

You refer to our old faith— 

that I should approach 

your dangled feet 

and raise a knife 

to cut you down. 


You are dead 

and you move me. 

The unfairness of this influence 
does not sway you-- 

that is the wind. 

But I am coming heavily 

to help 

because your death fills the world, 
pooling especially in my feet. 
Here’s a blade 

your hand can’t hold-- 

one I can’t let go. 

This anguish is my mercy. 
Releasing you, 

it cuts me through. 


13 





stifle 


stifle the scream 

stifle the cry 

stifle the well, the eruption of my insides 
stifle the need...of hope or light 


white pulsating darkness and lines blurred 
hands pushing off, fighting 

unwanted penetration 

stumble to the door...the next moment 
awake in the harsh light of night lost 

cold and naked. 


the moment over 

still echoes on the inside 
numbness reaches to every 
corner of the soul drying up 
throat and tears 


white porcelain 

chains body...receives 

violent flow of undigested redemption 
over and over and over 


soul turns to ashes 
reality dims 
desperate for... 


stifle the scream 

stifle the cry 

stifle the well, the eruption of my insides 
stifle the need...of hope or light 


I told you so 


under the surface 

glass window face down 
bubbles trapped 

and I pound for air 
everyone’s watching, calculating 
feeling 

sorry for me 

but loving to whisper 

“T told you so” 

blue fingers and stillness— 
that which has been the 
goal the whole time 

I can’t float 

dead weight drifts 

and wanders slowly 

until it rests on a rock 

and prays for mercy 
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Susan Richardson 
Sermon: “Why have you forsaken me?” 
(Preached on Good Friday at Trinity Episcopal Church, Princeton) 


Memory. It’s a big thing in the Bible. It’s at the core of the Old Testament, in the law of 
Moses, in the words of the prophets. The Israelites are told over and over again to 
remember who their God is. And God tells them how they are to remember who he is: 
by remembering what he has done. The 10 Commandments begin, “I am the Lord your 
God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” They are to 
tell this story again and again, to each other and to their children. And you only have to 
be in slavery once — in slavery to poverty, to illness, to injustice — to know that you never 
forget what it’s like to come out. 


And remembering is at the core of the New Testament. “This is my body and blood. Do 
this in remembrance of me,” our Lord said. That was last night. Today, our Lord 
remembers once again. 


In fact, he remembers words already said, centuries before — these words, My God, why 
have you forsaken me, are of course the beginning of a powerful psalm of lament, psalm 
22, which first-century Jews would have known well. Many Jewish people had prayed 
it. But it’s probably the last thing we want to hear this Jewish person pray. 


Because it’s not — please don’t forsake me, which would mean, maybe God’s still around, 
taking note of the fact that the Messiah is dying by torture. This is past tense — why 
have you forsaken me. It’s done. God’s outta there. 


And that’s horrifying. We could have used a little more of a vote of confidence in God, 
something a little more like ‘forgive them their sins.’ This feels like the death of 
confidence in God. The death of any lingering hope that God is good and that God is 
powerful. It’s unthinkable. But there it is, right out of Jesus’ beaten mouth. 


Maybe that’s why the writers of Matthew and Mark give it to us in Aramaic, Jesus’ native 
language. Nowhere else do we get Jesus’ words so fully untranslated, so unplugged. 
Why? Why these? Could it be that they were the least believable, the ones voted most 
likely to be written out of the record by the early church? Somehow, the writers of 
Matthew and Mark knew, this one’s got to get past the censors. So it did, straight from 
the heart of the cross. 


And that’s why the cry is so important. It’s not annoyance with God, something Jesus 
really shouldn’t have said, and if he hadn’t been drowning in pain, then surely he would 
have gotten his theology right, said, oh of course it never feels like God never abandons 
us, he would have come up with another psalm to quote. 


No. Jesus says the unthinkable thing, the “wrong” thing. He takes off the kid gloves 
that we can sometimes be fond of using with God, and he accuses God of abandoning 
him, of walking out on the biggest show in history, and he wants to know why. Which 
shows us what’s right about it. 


———— el 
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Jesus — like the psalmist — addresses God. He doesn’t say, oops, sorry, I was wrong 
about all that kingdom stuff, there actually is no God. And he doesn’t ask the criminal 
next door about it. He asks God. Which means he’s still in dialogue with God. Which 
means, that even in this lousy moment, he is still in relationship with God. 


Which is where the memory thing comes back in. The beginning of the psalm starts out 
in that place of abandonment. But you don’t go very far into the psalm, just a couple of 
lines, before you get to another idea about God. And that’s the memory — the 
remembering — of God as a saving God. 


Not at the end of the psalm, where God has already saved the psalmist and everything’s 
hunky-dory, but embedded in the desolation — we get memory. The psalmist 
remembers who God is, by remembering what God has done. “Our ancestors trusted 
you,” the psalmist sings, “and you delivered them. To you they cried and were saved.” 


Now that’s a pretty amazing vote of confidence, in the heart of the desolation. It doesn’t 
diminish the desolation, and it doesn’t ask the psalmist to. He’s being degraded and 
abandoned. And that’s real. 


But the memory, the remembering, of who God is, by what God has done — it raises 
some tendril of hope that says, ok, I don’t see God anywhere right now, but I remember 
something — I remember, even in my darkness, that he is a saving God. And so it 
matters that I keep on talking to this God. 


That’s why memory is so important. It may not evoke the God we'd like at that moment. 
We may still be yelling along with the psalmist into our bedroom walls, because for all 
we can tell, God isn’t anymore there than anywhere else. 


But at such a moment, memory tells us that we can believe in the One we're talking to, 
and that keeps us talking. Memory helps us keep saying what we feel, saying what we 
need, to a God who has shown us that he’ll stop at nothing to reach us. And that’s not 
about the past. It’s very much about the present. 


Which helps us live in this tension, this paradox of Good Friday, between a God who can 
seem cruelly absent — My God, why have you forsaken me. And a God who we know 
can take our breath away with new life that we could never have created ourselves — they 
cried to you and were saved. 


It’s the paradox that reverberated through the quiet streets of Jerusalem that night after 
Jesus died, where people were deep inside their homes, praying into the memories of 
the Exodus, the blood of a lamb still sticky on their doorposts. 


The paradox that moved through the temple, blowing silently through a torn veil. The 
paradox that rumbled deep in the tomb, behind the stone that Pilate’s men had rolled 
into place because they were so very sure that death was the end of the story. 
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Dana Caraway 
Short Story: “No, I am not contagious” 


I had seen the movie Amistad before when I heard the students were watching it that 
night. It was the first two weeks of my year in Akropong, Ghana. I still smiled at the 
hoards of filthy children. A volunteer for the PCUSA mission board, I had been properly 
taught the words “mutuality,” and “solidarity,” and I marched to win those principles for 
the world. So I accepted the invite, what a great opportunity to begin. I sat by Nasiss of 
Benin, Kalie from Chad, and Tichouna from Zimbabwe, the lights went out, and Jack 
pressed play. 


While the movie wasn’t new to me, I hadn’t remembered watching black bodies being 
chained in the bowels of a boat, stolen from their family and their religion, or the 
individuals being tied to an anchor and thrown to the sea. 


That was when my rose colored glasses were violently stolen. 


I had been told people in Africa had to pay school fees, but I didn’t care until I met 
Nanaofri, my friend the tailor, who complained that his patrons would never pay him, 
that he couldn’t send his sister’s children to school, their own father absent. 


I knew Africa had poor medical care, but it didn’t affect me until I stayed in a hospital 
with less medical equipment than my sister’s veterinary clinic. Then I heard Tichouna 
tell of his sick Aunt who had been turned out of the hospital because there weren’t 
enough beds, and I saw the only hospital in the Northern Region with a crack in the 
second story large enough for a person to fall out of. 


I had heard Ghanaians were generous beyond their means, but I didn’t believe it until I 
met Mama Love. Her home became mine; I slept in her bed and ate from her table. 
When she spent the hours to prepare Fufu, she would send for me. “May I help?” I 
would say. “May I fan the fire? May I pound the Fufu, May I grind the pepper? May I 
sweep the cassava peals off the floor of your outdoor kitchen?” “No No, Afua,” she 
answered, “Please sit.” At command, her daughter would bring me a chair and I 
watched them cook. She placed a table in front of me. Often I ate together with her 
daughter Abena from the same dish. Abena would spit the pieces of bone she could not 
chew to the chickens, running around our feet, those unknowing cannibals! Mama Love 
served me the best pieces of meat and fish, always before she ate and I never left hungry. 
But it took me seven months to notice that some nights the family of seven didn’t eat at 
all. 


I thought I wanted to learn the names of people in Akropong. People like Rev. Soloman 
Sule-Saa who waited with me 5 hours to see a doctor, only to be turned away because 
the power was out and their sanitizer couldn’t work without it. Or there was Nanaofra, 
whose 4 year old child would get excited over a new pair of underwear, or John Osea, a 
driver for the centre, who worked at least 10 hours a day and could not afford to buy a 
cast for his son’s broken arm. These people offered me the best from their house. Soon 
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I knew enough names that I avoided the man with no legs who sat begging outside the 
centre for two months. Then I must acknowledge his existence. 


My white skin and I stroll down the street and receive all responses; friendliness, 
wonder, normality, taunting, sexual propositions. “Mache,” I greet people as I passed 
them by. “Obrunie!” Children yelled, reminding me of the thing I wanted to forget. 
Some bold ones rubbing my hand — seeing how white skin folds and spreads, others 
with a paper, hoping for a US address. But it was the 2 year olds, like Joann, who were 
probably the most honest. They would scream and run to their sibling. 


How I wanted to say, ’m not contagious! I’m just white because my parents are white! 
Pretend I’m just like you! Either you want my skin or you are terrified at it. Can’t you 
just interact with the person under this tent? Ignore the mistakes in the past and we can 
celebrate in a happy Christian party loving each other! Your insistence, desire, and fear 
of my skin just resists ecumenism. 


But every time I visited a new church on Sunday my skin was escorted to the front pew. 
I received honor I didn’t want or deserve. 


Who foiled the hopes of mutuality of this naive volunteer? It was also my own ancestors 
who packaged this bizarre honor express to me, not only addressed to the streets of 
Akropong, but also to Princeton Theological Seminary. 


The irony remains in Akropong, as people followed me on bright morning strolls down 
alleys where only scraps of the pavement remained after the years of rains and neglect, 
there were still some who admired my skin like a good luck charm, seeing a free ticket to 
repave the street I now knew about. But they mistook my identity: I am not Santa Claus. 
I am Judas, keeper of the moneybag, pointing out misuse and bathing in it in the same 
stride. 


But, as I avoided the eyes who thought I could make new pavement fall from heaven, I 
did have a brief, fresh look at a world I had lived in my whole life, but never seen. 


The movie ended, “justice” had been done. The Africans were given their “rights” and 
returned to a broken continent. The light turned on and illumined our faces: black and 
white. I wanted to shrink into the floor. But Tichouna turned to me and nodded, his 
black eyes accepting me still. 


I knew then I had a long way to go before I understood the world. 
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Jeremy Funk 
Sermon: “Taking A New Look at Jesus” 
Scripture: Mark 6:1-6 
(Preached at Lombard Mennonite Church in Lombard, Illinois) 


One Sunday morning in college I visited St. Sabina Catholic Church on Chicago’s south 
side. Many things stand out to me from that experience. The parish and its priest, 
Father Michael L. Pfleger, are a picture of reconciliation. Pfleger, a white man, leads a 
lower-income, predominantly African-American, congregation. Throughout the long 
and lively service, my eyes kept returning to a striking tapestry above the altar. 


In its foreground, an African-American Jesus stands robed in white with his arms 
outstretched. Behind Jesus’ head floats a radiant sun. Emerging from the sun itself, 
and flanking Jesus, are two disproportionately large forearms and cupped hands. These 
huge hands belong to God the Father. But from where I was sitting, I could not see the 
smaller outstretched arms of Jesus, so I thought the forearms and cupped hands 
belonged to Jesus himself. I saw a Jesus who, in the words of the African-American 
spiritual, held “the whole world in his hands.” That tapestry helped me envision Jesus 
in a whole new way, to take a new look at Jesus. I recognized the portrait as Jesus. But I 
was a white suburban college kid and, at St. Sabina, God’s Son appeared refreshingly 
unfamiliar. 


Portraits of Jesus are nothing new. They are necessary. In NT 101, we learn that each 
Gospel of our New Testament is a portrait of Jesus derived from a distinct community. 
The portrait at St. Sabina moved me because, though unfamiliar to me, it was so 
appropriate for its context. I wonder whether the portraits of Jesus we have created for 
ourselves have become too familiar. Is the Jesus we know in our individual and 
corporate faith-life too predictable or tame? 


Today’s Gospel reading challenges us to resist a domesticated Jesus. The word 
“domestic” means having to do with the home. Domesticated animals, cats and dogs, 
are animals fit for keeping at home. So a domesticated Jesus is one who is always 
accessible, one who makes us comfortable. But the Gospel of Mark open before us today 
often, in fact, paints Jesus as unfamiliar, mysterious, even bizarre. In Mark, Jesus keeps 
his status as Messiah secret. He gets angry at demons as well as disciples. He teaches 
cryptically. After the resurrection, Jesus’ bewildered followers flee the empty tomb in 
fear, not joy. 


And, yet, in Mark 6 we find Jesus’ hometown folks of Nazareth domesticating him. They 
know him very well: Listeners there who watched him grow up are “astounded” at Jesus. 
They go on to ask: “Where did this man get all this? What is this wisdom that has been 
given to him?” The Nazarenes grew up with Jesus. They know him as a brother, a 

son, a carpenter. 


The people of Nazareth sound positive enough. Yet, they most want to revel in Jesus’ 
presentation. They wonder, “What deeds of power are being done by his hands!” If we 
look at our own culture, their picture of Jesus becomes familiar. Just like the 
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Nazarenes, we want to be dazzled, thrilled, entertained. In our culture, novelty is 
somehow expected. Amazement has been domesticated. On TV every night we can see 
astonishing things: magicians with card tricks and spooky levitation techniques, 
documentaries on remarkable ancient civilizations, talk and so-called reality shows that 
highlight odd people or freaky events. I have even found a number of web sites on the 
internet that try to sell a domesticated figure of Jesus. Introducing 
www.cheesyjesus.com. “Truly God-Awful Stuff,” they boast. Check out the Jesus head- 
bobber, priced at $9.95. I quote from the web site: “With His eyes raised heavenward, 
His hand raised in benediction and His head bobbing gently, it's almost as if we are 
witnessing the divine. Standing 7.5" high and with a groovy soul patch under His lip, the 
Jesus Head Bobber is perfect for your dashboard, desk, or any place that you feel needs 
the Lord's presence. A truly inspired product. Made of plastic.” 


No doubt the Gospel writers had a sense of humor, but they did not promise nurtured 
faith if people are merely entertained. Wonder, the Gospels seem to say, may at times 
even inhibit faith. After Jesus calmed a storm, he responded to the disciples’ 
dumbfounded amazement with the question: “Where is your faith?” 


Astonishment is a natural human reaction to something unusual. But if belief comes to 
rest on amazement or thrills, then ordinary life will endanger it. 


Jesus names himself a prophet in verse 4 of chapter 6 and takes a jab at his unreceptive 
audience: “Prophets are not without honor except in their home town, and among their 
own kin, and in their own house.” According to some commentators, Jesus belonged to 
the class of craftspeople. The Nazarenes may have thought that, with his wisdom and 
works, Jesus sought to raise himself above his class. Thus, the offense. Commissioned 
by the Father at his baptism and filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus undertakes a 
prophetic mission beyond the grasp of many relatives and friends. They just know him 
too well to believe he could be a prophet. As the Nazareth episode ends in verse 6 of 
Mark chapter 6, Jesus is the one left amazed by the Nazarene’s unbelief. 


On earth, Jesus was a prophet who brought God’s message of love and justice by 
teaching and healing. Prophets are people full of the Holy Spirit. And they are not 
domesticated. They bring God’s message to God’s people in new and startling ways. 


“Why are there no prophets today?” A Princeton University freshman asked me this 
question last year, right after I’d introduced myself as a seminary student. I don’t 
remember my answer very well. But this morning I would say that there are prophets 
today. One of the first living people I associate with the word “prophet” is, in fact, 
Father Pfleger at St. Sabina parish in Chicago. Through prayer walks and in ministry to 
drug dealers and prostitutes, the community of St. Sabina has reached into its 
neighborhood with God’s goodness and protection. On the anniversary of September 11, 
the day the Twin Towers fell, Pfleger and his group traveled to the top of the Sears 
Tower, Chicago’s highest building, and prayed for the city from that position. A few 
years ago, Pfleger and his congregation bought red paint and painted over billboards 
advertising cigarettes to spare their children hazardous health messages. These are 
startling, prophetic actions. 

























ei iy ie a 
“ is ee os bet ol eae on 

_. ea i en marvel AemnRA Debsacporset 
A, pany riveeetiing 4 fra a ee cae , 
en aa ap SAnidee sind bc eenae 

ut Presper aes sl} say shelf conn 2 eee 
oi” do ways claw hoaadvarter o Dewaat feats eee th He my ty 
ace) puboind vane, YO. str » te — . aie ra 

| bend agest onl il eat Tp *” * Male pilayy 


eco neni! Babtiey zivag ath? tiv a cnt 
ma ow Mans engin et dren gedtod baat aii ban t seie’y hut 
4 pif att rotund beta anne” dinner ean ails ne He 
Hrcet Ent coy et enh] 206 10 pie ney Jyvantifaeh mc vot ebay ei 1 2 
* sited avian ‘cyathooney Sonica hie “ae } 
pres el nea catey Sent h > seul) Tayi sadist vo samoe «bn sit tae se 
Led to ere ae of nvoee gtoqeet? od) s9haoW Eeaghatyprae 4 Os % fhe 
olen Siri a fi alng cfu! ow Lares etomian sheryl marr Lignin i 
“Cdiissieve Al eT” saventaeanegn nes At wa stabry | 1 er 
wad betel tet) Feranen gripes Ch erreraee scsinhsipetoatialge r anche 
Poviares tives Ai penis treat glilatio-too ms "= arnt a 


a oe a to srl ai oni eam 
r*S Cpbeahes WageRy RUS erin “OTD. FF epiegn aaen ence ede Ee a8 


en ee em ee iain 
ees es Pe | ee vil aif wd-ehee tt a) es eee 





















yoga... ein 4 oe bh a iors Vesna attet OF TOS Bi : 
pane Lae ine ‘cat Set vith lett® ins Witiad ml JR a 
if Vi f eval) eeetD her's Ti ; ceceiseirey anes % “ier 4th barred Healt ‘ 


9.8 Sores “culty: drach SATE Ion © & od bias of wentieal ot 
bog haal aire srr Ogie yel Geren fie! “tte aeld ai emneate 8 


4) oe Gan Qvale oye need frfiyiod oifw slate incall 
Ce ee bit 6 te iA wiqosd ue wedged’ de a 
mw oad hte bron Por ro Spo nop ef BHD inners wee: 



















ond : ory ; 
sith oon bodes) ythevevioly aenteeerint AT elatiqory on 
noe? can ae aia ay aor Uotyer Bose id e telat ang) ry zai 
tag uote Steere fm) Ve Lohvee 7 gp iarwents sate te 1 
Pon sit al Wl way” Legere nis tithy ticomean Lan whl grt 7s Pome ene Sees 
orate id fr ois, “gua | nig wei ta a . 


ayi a bongs enelnn hol 0S, ie ypeuningie wri 
\ sto elie crear iitet oll a presets rate do arte de 
Lai holunest quiesag, dl ige aagets8 Mat 
# ie typ nal oy Pais a1 weer? ih me pot ie 
wes 2 : ly iby bast Ye Sox © me hy sane | “i 


bir > a 2 


tt ae 
as Spahr 
th 

A G@s. 





; - : - a od hs 


But St. Sabina is not the only example of a prophetic community. Many of us use 
prophetic gifts here at LMC. This past week we raised funds for our youth group by 
making our parking lot available for the Taste of Lombard festival. More than a 
fundraiser, this was an opportunity to reach out to the community in hospitality. Those 
who lead us in Sunday morning worship, others who read scripture aloud in services, 
and yet more who teach Sunday school, proclaim God’s word in fresh ways. Adults 
mentoring teenagers in the Mentor-Mentee Program build relationships of discipleship. 
People in our congregation who help the homeless act prophetically for justice. Some of 
us have assembled health kits for Iraqi children. Last month our vacation Bible school 
not only spread the promise of God’s faithfulness to our children through the story of 
Abraham and Sarah, but we also collected money for Dan and Jan Gerber’s mission in 
Uganda, helping Ugandan children obtain playground equipment. All these actions 
proclaim God’s love. 


Our Gospel reading calls us to follow Jesus just this way into prophetic mission. 

Leaving his hometown, Jesus sends out his disciples in pairs to heal, to anoint with oil, 
and to proclaim repentance. They must travel lightly! They are to take only sandals and 
a staff. No money or food is permitted. All extras are forbidden. 


In each town, the disciples are to stop at only one house. Perhaps this is an early 
incarnation of the Mennonite Your Way philosophy! 


Why did they have to journey practically unprepared? Was it just bad planning on 
Jesus’ part? No. Looking at the miracle stories in Mark chapter 5 helps us understand 
the shape of the mission in Mark 6. In chapter 5, those who come to Jesus are aware of 
their need for him. In verses 22 and 23, a synagogue official comes to Jesus distraught 
at the impending death of his twelve-year-old daughter. Moments later, a woman 
bleeding to death approaches Jesus unnoticed and grasps his robe. Unlike Jesus’ 
hometown villagers in chapter 6, these folks in chapter 5 do not remind themselves how 
much they deserve miracles. They don’t keep track of how much faith they have. In 
chapter 5, the official and the bleeding woman come needy and are filled. In chapter 6, 
Jesus’ disciples are sent away with only shoes and a staff---needy---on their prophetic 
mission. Between verses 17 and 39 of chapter 6, Mark gives us an interlude. We 
understand better what the disciples faced---the specter of death---when we read about 
the execution of the prophet John the Baptist. The disciples come back to Jesus in verse 
40, more aware of God’s power and provision. Even after such a dynamic mission, 
however, the apostles are unable to call on God by themselves to feed a crowd of people. 
They fail when Jesus bids them: “You give the crowd something to eat!” Even after 
ministry has begun, the disciples are still needy. They still need to take a new look at 
Jesus. 


Like the first disciples, we will always be needy. We will always need to take new looks 
at Jesus. We can get new looks at Jesus by reading a different English or maybe even 
foreign language translations of scripture when possible. By viewing Christian art, 
including icons. By exploring the music and literature of Christian history. By exploring 
new forms of prayer. By reading scripture aloud more often. As we take new looks at 
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Jesus, we follow him into new territory. And we become a more prophetic church. May 
LMC always be a place where new ideas and gifts for ministry are prayerfully explored, 
but not a place where fad replaces faith. May LMC be a church ready to push 
boundaries for our undomesticated Lord, to reach out, especially in moments when our 
need for Jesus seems greatest. 


From where I was sitting at St. Sabina Catholic Church that Sunday morning in college, 
I took a whole new look at Jesus. I saw above the altar a Savior with enormous hands, 
ready to hold us, able to meet our needs, prepared to shelter us even as he sends us out 
to be prophets. As we love and as we serve, let’s give ourselves the time to take a new 
look at Jesus. Amen. 
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Joyce Smothers 
Sermon: “For the Barren Times” 
Scripture: I Samuel 2:1-10 


No one wanted to play Monopoly with me in fifth grade. I was a bad winner. I bought 
every property I could. All the players who landed on Boardwalk had to pay me rent--- 
over and over. If you were unlucky enough to be my opponent, you would pass Go, get 
your two hundred dollars, land on one of my properties, then pay up. Around the board 
again, mortgage more streets, and shell out more to me. Five hundred dollar bills would 
begin to pile up on my side of the board. Did I ever look the other way when players 
landed on my railroads? Did I pretend not to notice when the roll of the dice put them 
on Marvin Gardens, after I built a hotel there? Never. My passion for being number one 
was childish. It was sad. But I was a child, and sometimes I felt sad. 


Other kids quit playing when they knew they couldn’t win. I was an awkward kid with 
glasses, braces, and mosquito bites. I didn’t have curly hair like Annette on the Mickey 
Mouse Club. But sitting at that card table, throwing the dice, I felt the deepest joy I had 
ever known. 


Monopoly was invented in the Great Depression, when American morale was low. It 
earned millions for its inventor, Charles Darrow. People needed an outlet for the 
shameless greed they felt. For the needy, life wasn’t like the Fred Astaire movies. My 
mother had only two dresses to wear to junior high school in 1935. She liked to win at 
Monopoly, too. 


Every contest has losers. We are so poor in spirit that we worship the false idol of being 
“the best and the brightest.” Our achievement-oriented culture breeds an idolatry of 
numbers and letters and college decals. Last night, I heard three suburban mothers 
comparing their teenage sons’ PSAT scores while these students, and their siblings, were 
present. What a powerful lesson for the younger children, overhearing their 
conversation. If my brother is in the ninetieth percentile, the sixtieth isn’t good enough 
for me. When I grow up, I will become a set of numbers. My numbers had better be 
high enough for Mom to brag about. If I get low numbers, I won’t tell. 


We want the local newspaper to announce to our former classmates we made Phi Beta 
Kappa or All-American Quarterback or Homecoming Queen. It’s a “win-win” when we 
look good and our family looks good. Try to tell a high school senior who doesn’t get 
into college, or a manager who is passed over for promotion, that being best doesn't 
matter. No graduate ever writes to an alumni magazine to say that he or she is serving 
time in prison. 


Ancient Hebrew society connected success with God’s favor. Failures were signs of sin. 
Childlessness was viewed as God’s punishment for a woman. Consider Hannah, a young 
wife in the First Book of Samuel. She had no children; in other words, she was a loser. 
Hannah longed to give birth to ason. For years, she felt surrounded by rosy, round- 
bellied women and beautiful children, while she herself had none. Hannah got so 
discouraged that she was unable to sleep or eat. 
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Hannah’s husband, Elkanah, was gentle and optimistic. He reassured Hannah, that she 
was the wife he loved best — for he had several wives, and his second had given birth to 
sons. This rival for Elkanah’s love whispered cruel words to Hannah, piercing her flesh: 
loser, unworthy one, failure. When we lose, we feel Hannah’s despair. Hannah prayed 
fervently at the shrine in Shiloh. She confided in Eh, the priest there, and pledged that, if 
she bore a child, she would dedicate her baby to God’s service. She waited. God finally 
delivered Hannah from despair and she bore ason. He was a beautiful, intelligent boy. 
Samuel’s name means, “because from the Lord I have asked him.” When she had 
weaned him, Hannah fulfilled her vow, and gave up her boy to lifelong service at the 
temple in Shiloh. Her son became one of the first great judges, a prophet and leader of 
the Hebrew people. 


So Hannah won, only to lose. I was number one at Monopoly only for a few minutes, 
until the other players went home. The title deeds and play money on my side of the 
board meant nothing after the game when I was all alone, a fifth grade nobody, folding 
up the card table. 


Only a handful of Psalms sung by women can be found in the Bible. There’s a common 
theme—the last shall be first. Miriam, Hannah and Mary were tested by hardships they 
thought would never end. They know how to praise the Lord in all circumstances. 
Miriam’s song in Exodus may be the earliest piece of writing in the Old Testament. 
Hannah’s song in First Samuel, written perhaps a thousand years later, may have 
inspired Mary, the mother of Jesus, to compose the Magnificat. The Hebrew culture 
was an oral one, and memorization of long passages was common. Luke, the 
Evangelist, who recorded Mary’s song, surely knew the Hebrew Bible by heart. 


Each of us is a fertile field for God’s abundance. What promise has God planted inside 
you? In your barrenness, the giver of life has concealed seeds of hope. Hannah’s love 
for God, and for Elkanah, bore fruit in her old age. My Monopoly talent annoyed my 
childhood friends, but it showed up in later life as a knack for thinking ahead about my 
next moves. Not pretty like curly hair, but helpful for strategic planning. 


How lost we are. We have the greatest prize of all—so great a prize that round after 
round of competition mean nothing. Yet we jockey for position, cheating to land on Free 
Parking, buying up houses and utilities and color groups. In sending Mary’s son, God 
has sent us a way to stop playing games, grabbing the stuff around us. 


I would like to read to you part of Hannah’s song of thanksgiving. Listen for the Word 
of God. 


“Hannah prayed and said, My heart exalts in the Lord. My strength is exalted in my 
God. My mouth derides my enemies, because I rejoice in my victory. There is no holy 
one like the Lord, no one besides you. There is no Rock like our God. The Lord makes 
poor and makes rich. He brings low, he also exalts. He raises up the poor from the 
dust, he lifts the needy from the ash heap, to make them sit with princes and inherit a 
seat of honor. For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s, and on them he has set the 


world.” 
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Donovan McAbee 
Short Story: “The Tree of Life” 


That tree’s waving at me, half mocking. And the nurse, she speaks. 
“Joe, it’s good to see you this morning.” 


Ah, it’s morning is it. Maybe it’s summer too; it looks bright through the blinds, and ’m 
sweating. Or maybe it’s winter. You can’t let that old sun fool you. Sometimes she shines 
so bright in the winter and heats up the inside of a car or a room so much, you’d swear it 
was summer when it’s really something else. 


“Ah, well don’t you look handsome this morning, Joe? Your Ma fixed you up well 
before she went to work this morning. And look at those flowers, aren’t they pretty! Who 
sent those to you, Joe?” 


Or maybe its fall, but she said there are flowers. Maybe it’s spring. 
“The card says they’re from Natalie; isn’t she just the sweetest.” 


Water’s trickling in the sink in the next room. There, in the kitchen. Not flowing, just 
Drip—drip drip. I wish somebody’d shut it off, damn it. Drip—drip dripping. Incessant. 
Like the second hand on a watch. Followed by the slower minute and hour hands trying 
to keep up, breathless. Then the day itself flips. The lesser light gives way to the greater, 
then back again—evening and morning, the next day. The day after that and after that. 
Then file the fabricated months, one after the other, helplessly marching, trying to keep 
time with the seasons. Maybe it’s fall. Oh, there’s a pain in my guts, a stabbing pain. Like 
when you eat too much fruit and cramp up. God it hurts. 


There’s a tree outside my window. It stares at me all day long. Sometimes it waves to me 
through the blinds. I think it’s a dogwood, or maybe it’s an apple tree. I don’t think it’s a 
weeping cherry, definitely not an oak. 


“Okay Joe, I need you to open up for me to take your meds. Here they are. There 
we go, a sip of water. You know the routine, don’t you, Joe.” 


Ug-huh, Ugghuh-huh. Pills—hung in my throat. Ug-hhuh. Ugg-huh! Water down and up 
trachea. Finally, with pills, down stubborn esophagus. 


“Joe, are you alright?” 


The water and pills squeeze down the proper canal. I suppose that’s life: water and pills. 
But what do I know? My scenery never changes. 


“Okay, Joe, I’m just going to turn you over onto your right side and take a look at 
those sores. Gotta keep an eye on them, or else they'll fester.” 
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Fester, hell, I'll fester here. I live festering—my voice plastered over—staring all day at 
the same patterned swirls on the off-white ceiling; cobwebs hanging in the corners. 
Cobwebs, that’s the way of life these days, I suppose: water, pills, and cobwebs. I 
should’ve drowned myself—or pills. 


“They look good, Joe; they’re healing up well. We'll take care of you here again. 
It’s so good to have you back. You gave us quite a scare this time with the ambulances. I 
guess that hospital’s a second home to you by this point. We're just so glad you’re back, 
sweetie. We'll take better care of you here than those people at the hospital do. 

“You're just a blood pressure and a pulse to them. But not to us, Joe. To us, you’re 
our Joe.” 


What’s Natalie doing, I wonder. She’s a good sister. Her husband’s a son of a bitch. But 
she’s a good sister and a good wife. I wish he’d die so she’d have some peace. Maybe a 
car will hit him on his way home from the bar tonight, or a bus, or a transferred truck. 
That bakery is tough on her, around those hot ovens, all day on her feet, and eight 
months pregnant. And that sorry son of a bitch sits at home on his ass all day and drinks 
his beer. I wish I could—I’d get up and go over there. I’d stab that son of a bitch in the 
face with a knife. 


There’s no justice in this world. A soul can’t get any peace. There’s only justice up in the 
stars. Justice was made up there and hangs on Orion’s belt. Humans’ve run this old 
world amuck, shipwrecked it, and drained all the water down the toilet. An eight month 
pregnant woman’s gotta work, with her ankles swollen and blood pressure that high. 
She'll work herself to death. And that no account bum'll sit there and watch it. 


I do nothing, but I'd love to do something, just about anything. I’d love to drag my 
carcass to Natalie’s husband Jeff and kick his no good ass. I'd holler out to the world this 
injustice. Woman eight months pregnant, and a good-for-nothing man letting her do it 
without so much as helping out at home. But I can’t do nothin. I just gotta lay here and 
listen away while the water trickles into the drain, and I can’t shut it off. I can hear it. I 
hear it when I’m awake and when I lay here half asleep. For hours and seconds and 
minutes and years and days. Drip—drip drip. And I want to scream out, “Make it stop! 
Shut it off!” But I can’t, and it goes right on, drip-dripping. 


“Joe, I’m all done with that last sore. I just put a little salve on it. Make it not 
fester so bad.” 


Natalie doesn’t love him. She never did. Besides, she’s better than him—that white trash 
bastard. He got her pregnant. He defiled her. That didn’t matter to me. I’m not old- 
fashioned anymore. “Don’t marry him, sweetie,” I thought and thought for hours. And I 
tried to tell her. With blinks and twitches and jerks in my face and faint grunts. 


Dignity says this. Dignity does that. A maiden and her honor. A family and its 


reputation. The flower was not wholly crushed until she married him. The spark in her 
eyes retreated behind his cruel reality. 
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“Do you want the TV on or off?” 
I blink twice. 


“Off it is. ’m gonna do some cleaning, Joe. I'll check on you every few minutes. 
You know that, though don’t you. It’s good for you to be home, Joe. We love you here.” 


She kisses my cheek. She’s a good woman, our neighbor from down the street, two kids 
in college and a husband who’s a manager down at the mill. He’s off at work, having sex 
with his secretary. Everybody knows but her. I’d tell her in a heartbeat. She’s a good 
woman—a good good woman. I wish I could tell her. I’d tell her husband that I knew 
too. And Id kill that bastard, him and Jeff, the sons of bitches. Good women ought not 
be treated bad. I’d treat a woman good if I could, but I just gotta lay here, lay here and 
rot. 


Drip—drip—drip. God, cut off that damn drip-dripping. Bring that justice down from 
the stars. It don’t do us any good unless it’s terrestrial, muddy like us. 


“Joe, [m gonna vacuum this other room, alright?” 
One blink, and it’s alright. I blinked, and it was so. 


I want to blink 100 times or a hundred times a hundred, any number, whatever it takes 
to say to her, ‘Good Woman, come here, for I must tell you something. You've been 
chosen by the justice of this world, to be married to a nymphomaniac, and you’re not the 
only nymph. Ma’am, your husband is a cheater. You’re a good woman, and you ought to 
know.’ 


And Natalie, she’s a good woman, and she ought not work with a month to go. I want to 
tell somebody. There’s a fire in my belly that stops in the blood in my brain. 


The tree outside the window is waving at me again. Dear Lord, I want to climb it. 


I used to climb trees. Me and Natalie climbed that apple tree in the middle of the 
backyard when we were kids. Our older brother Steve was too old for us by the time I 
was big enough to climb. The whole family would eat lunch together at home after 
church on Sunday. Mom and Dad always tried to maintain a truce on Sundays. It’s the 
Lord’s Day. To hell with the other six. 


After lunch, me and Natalie would go to play outside, ride our bikes under the 
clothesline—see how close we could come to the line before we’d duck. I still have a scar 
from where the line clipped me one time. It knocked me off my bike, backwards to the 
ground and hit my head on a rock. I just lay there—stunned. Blood gushing out the back 
of my head, I lay there: dizzy and nauseous. 


Most Sundays didn’t bring that much drama. Me and Natalie would end up atop the 
apple tree. Steve and the female flavor of the week that he’d brought home after church 
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would leave the house for his car, on their way to make out on some country road in his 
backseat. We’d throw our apples at the couple. Usually Steve would just curse at us. We 
were too young and annoying to bother with. Besides, he could’ve killed us, especially 
since he was in heat. The girl would just laugh at us, and use words like “cute.” Then off 
the two would go—to Windmill Hill or Runion’s pond. Half of this here town was 
conceived at those places. The other half after prom and high school graduation. 


I want to climb that waving tree. 
I want my thoughts to escape my brain. 


I want to talk to somebody besides God, the Devil, and me. That’s all I got in my head: 
God, the Devil, and me—dancing up there around a fire, with a fiddle playing. I got 
words for other people but only blinks and grunts to say them. I got all this paint, all 
these pictures, and so few brushes. My pictures, they’re turning to hell, rotting in my 
brain. 


“Joe, you alright? ’'m doing the laundry now. I’ve got some clothes a’ washin, 
some are dryin. I’ve already taken one load out of the dryer. Your Ma must’ve started 
them before I got here. ’m gonna fix you some lunch here in a minute, alright? 
Something that'll go down easy. First, I got to get some more of these clothes onto 
hangers.” 


Hanging. I wish she’d string me up. With a noose. This time, I’d make it. Now don’t 
nobody go and cut me down this time, got it? I’'d cross that river this time instead of 
half-drowning in it. Instead of ending up like a sack of mute, rotten potatoes. I thought 
that limb would be just right. I thought I could run and jump off it with the rope around 
my neck and around it. Snap. I thought my neck would snap and cut off the life in me. 
Death come quickly. Lights out in an instant. But life’s too resilient. The limb was too 
green—it just bent too much; so I just hanged there like a pair of pants. Vessels in my 
neck and head throbbing, lungs fighting me, trying to get some air. Red, purple, blue. I 
stopped myself struggling and kicking and saw the water all around me. I neared the top 
of that Jordan that the preacher always talks about. I wasn’t crossing it like most folks; I 
was floatin up from the bottom of it. Then, I was gonna float on to the shore and look for 
that Good Shepherd I never known down here. The light shone down into the river. As 
the surface neared—everything went blank on me, and I felt thud on the ground. 


I come to in an off-white room with Mama on one side of me and Daddy looking out the 
window to my right. They didn’t know I was there yet. I moved my eyes to Mama. She 
was staring at the wall. She looked numb, like she’d hurt so much she couldn’t hurt 
anymore for a while. I turned my eyes to Daddy. His gaze was turned outside. There 
were some peach trees atop a hill across the road. You can’t hang yourself on a peach 
tree. The limbs are too weak to stand on, and the tree’s usually too short. Peach trees 
aren't good for anything but peaches. 


I didn’t move at first. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to move anymore. Things that move 
always got to be movin. Things that move decay. Watches rust, tractors too—unless you 
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tend to them. People wear out and rust and die if nobody tends to them. I was tired of 
tending to myself. 


I waited to see if Mom and Dad were on a truce or just on retreat. If it was Sunday or 
just a quiet within a Monday or Tuesday or Thursday. Then I decided it didn’t much 
matter anymore what day it was. Being is being and apparently I still was. I decided to 
sit up but couldn’t, couldn’t raise myself up from the bed. Fear came on me and a scared 
tingling. My limbs were too heavy to budge, like millstones was on them. I screamed, 
but my ears heard nothing, and my throat didn’t vibrate. My voice was too heavy to lift. 
Then I managed to grunt, like a caveman or a pig. “Ungrhh, Ungrghh,” and their eyes 
turned to me, and their attention, and they smiled and touched my face. Dad went and 
got the nurses. Mama cried. Daddy had teared up when he came back into the room. I 
teared up then too. Mucus started clinging to my throat, and I couldn’t move it except I 
had to conjure up another grunt. Words were lost on my throat and moved only in my 
brain. 


“Alright, here you go, Joe. We've got a good shake for you to give you some 
nutrition, some soup, and some apple sauce.” 


I blink to this and try to call up a smile on top of my dry bones. Susan is such a fine 
woman, and my afternoon feeding has now begun. 


She’s talking about her life, her kids at college, her friends from the church. Seems Katie, 
her younger child, the 19 year old off at UVA, has met her a boyfriend—a fella with the 
last name Rojas. Lord help her if that daddy of hers finds that out. Sometimes Susan 
talks for hours. I don’t mind listening usually. She’s a good woman. The times I do, it’s 
only cause I’m feeling fidgety, and I got so few ways of letting the fidget out. Then, at the 
end of the talk, I can tell by the tone in her voice she’s winding down, she mentions the 
baby. Well, she’s not a baby anymore. She’s a four year old little girl named Desiree. 
Susan brings her up about once a month. And she asks if I want to hear. I blink a firm 
once, wincing as I do because of the pain. Tears line up now on the edge of my eyes. 
They’re getting ready to spill over the edges onto my cheeks. 


“Well, Joe. She’s still the cutest thing alive. I never can get over how precious she 
is. I seen her Sunday at the church, up in the children’s choir. Her Granma Nancy took 
her up to the front when the other children were coming up. She sang the sweetest solo 
in that ‘He’s Still Workin’ on Me’ song. She sang through the chorus the first time all by 
herself. Her curly hair is below her shoulders now, parted in the middle and pig-tailed. 
Her Granma made her the cutest dress to wear, blue plaid with apples stitched on it.” 


A tear or two drop onto my face. I can see Desiree’s smiling, dimpled face. I’ve only seen 
pictures of the girl. Mama don’t know it’s my baby, and Daddy don’t much give a damn. 
He’s drunk himself crazy already and moved out. Nancy takes care of the girl, thank 
God, cause the girl’s mama is crazy. She’s nothing but a whore. She don't even go to 
church any more. She doesn’t care enough to go. She doesn’t care enough not to go for 
the wrong reasons. Used to folks’d not go to the church cause they was too mad at God 
to go. She doesn’t know enough of God to get mad at him. 
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Ungh-kha-kha—coughing. Tears branch off like streams down my cheeks, my eyes their 
source. I’m sadder now, and starting to see how life bounces back. It’s like a green limb 
on a tree. It bends a lot and is hard to break. She’s a beautiful little girl, a glowing spark 
of life, of that living word. She ain’t no child of shame. No child is shameful—only 
shameful and pitiful parents, ignorant and stupid begetters. I begat this child in shame— 
the summer before college and the girl going into the eleventh grade. I was picking 
apples all over the orchard. I wasn’t near the first to pick off that tree. My picking was 
frenzied. I tried to sidestep life. But life overtook me. And all I saw was death. That 
ended me up here, not quite dead, staring at life all around me. I got some bitter gall in 
me still. And I lay here, tortured by the sight of life moving all around me. Life that I 
tried to escape. And I don’t move. I only rust. 
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Darren Pollock 
Sermon: “The Gravity of Grace” 
Scripture: Romans 6:14-23 and 7:15-25 


Paul tells us in Romans 6 that before we knew Christ we used to offer our bodies in 
slavery to sin, impurity, and wickedness. But now that we do know Christ, we are set 
free from the bondage of sin and are instead slaves to God, offering our bodies and our 
minds as instruments of righteousness. 


That is why, as Christians, we no longer sin. Amen. (short sermon today) Open your 
hymnals to #356, “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing”...let us sing... 


Wouldn’t it be nice if it were that simple? Paul states over and over that we’ve been set 
free from sin, that we’re dead to sin—but I know that I still sin. I would guess that most 
of you still sin (if you don’t, I'd like to know how you do it). 


And even the apostle Paul, who so boldly proclaims our emancipation from the power of 
sin in chapter 6 of Romans, confesses his current wretched state in the very next chapter 
in his famous “do-do” passage: “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I 
do not do, but what I hate I do.” 


So Paul, a self-proclaimed slave to righteousness, still struggles with sin. Is he a 
hypocrite? Is he a liar? Did he forget what he just said a chapter earlier? Or is Paul’s 
divided self simply a state that all Christians have to live in? 


I want to look a bit at Paul’s slavery image—what it means for Paul, what it means for us, 
and how it can help us to understand how we can be both claimed by God and yet daily 
wandering from God (or, as Martin Luther put it, at once justified and a sinner). 


The slavery metaphor is a rather brutal and undignified one for Paul to use to describe 
our relationship with God—sort of like as if I were to liken God to professional wrestling 
today (don’t worry...I won’t), and indeed Paul apologizes for putting his example in 
“human terms.” But it is a ready metaphor for him to use in Rome, where about 1/3 of 
the population (and probably many in the early church there) was made up of slaves. 
And Paul is always more concerned with getting his message across than he is with not 
offending people. 


A slave in ancient Rome had virtually no legal rights. Everything he was and everything 
he had belonged to the master. The slave had no say in his treatment or his status, and 
on the rare occasion when a master would free a slave, it had nothing to do with any 
merits on the part of the slave, but was entirely due to the gracious decision of the 
master. 


This condition of complete ownership appeals to Paul as the clearest metaphor both for 


the absolute power that sin has over us apart from Christ, and for the unbreakable hold 
that God has on us as God’s people in Christ. 
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It may seem a little strange that we move from bondage to bondage—slaves to sin, slaves 
to God. Shouldn’t God release us from all bondage and set us completely free? A lot of 
people feel that way. Our modern western world tells us that we can be our own masters. 
This sentiment is summed up well in the defiant words of William Ernest Henley in his 
1875 poem “Invictus”: “I am the master of my own fate; Iam the captain of my own 
soul.” Those are the very words, by the way, that Timothy McVeigh chose to quote at his 
execution in 2001 for his role in the Oklahoma City bombing. 


We are not strong enough to be our own masters. We’re not equipped to be our own 
masters. We’re not made to be our own masters. We can choose whom we serve, but we 
can’t choose whether we serve. 


Claiming to be our own master may sound strong and noble, but in reality it’s like 
setting a 2 year-old free to roam around New York City—if we don’t have someone 
holding onto us, we’re going to get terribly lost, and pretty soon we'll find ourselves once 
again slaves to a destructive master. 


We need the master/slave relationship with God. As Robert Robinson wrote in the 
hymn, “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing,” we are “prone to wander...prone to leave 
the God [we] love.” Without our bondage to God, we are lost. 


Now, there are two perspectives that we can take in looking at what it means to be a 
slave to God—we have the slave’s perspective and the master’s perspective. For the 
slave, all that matters is obedience. And this obedience is not required in order to fulfill 
the law (that’s already been done for us by Christ), but simply because of the nature of 
being a slave. Paul talks about this in Romans 6, where he says that God’s grace is not a 
license for us to sin. We are slaves to God, so we should obey God. Our obedience is 
important. 


But I want to focus on the other perspective, which is even more important. Regardless 
of what a slave does, the master owns the slave. That is the fundamental condition of 
slavery—the master owns the slave. 


When our obligation of obedience fails, God’s obligation of ownership continues. Paul 
writes earlier in Romans that our lack of faith does not nullify God’s faithfulness. Our 
failure to uphold our end of the bargain does not make God go back on God’s end of the 
agreement. This is because it is not a covenant between two equal parties, but a 
master/slave relationship, which only the master has the right to sever. 


Another way of thinking of this is to imagine a complete reversal of gravity. When you're 
a slave to sin, the power of sin holds onto you as gravity holds our bodies to the earth. 
All attempts to be righteous apart from Christ are like jumping on a trampoline, trying 
to escape earth’s gravitational pull. No matter how high you jump, no matter how long 
you jump for, gravity will pull you back. In the end, you'll be exhausted, frustrated, and 
right back where you started—stuck to the earth as a slave to sin. We cannot by our own 
efforts or our own righteous deeds break the bondage of sin. 
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As slaves to God, the situation is completely reversed. It’s as if we’re on a different 
planet, where gravity pulls us to God instead of to sin. God owns us and holds us to 
Godself as gravity holds our bodies to the earth. When we sin—when we grasp for the 
things that used to own us—again it’s like we’re jumping on a trampoline, trying to 
escape the force of gravity. But we can’t do it, because we don’t have the power or the 
right to sever the relationship that God has established with us. We are not our own; we 
were bought at a price. If we continue trying to escape, we end up exhausted and 
unfulfilled, frustrated with ourselves, but still firmly in the grip of God’s grace. 


Just as without Christ we are utterly unable to escape from the grasp of sin, with Christ 
our sins do not have the power or the right to pull us away from God’s hand. 


Again, Paul is adamant that this destruction of sin’s power does not make it OK for us to 
sin. Sin is still a serious matter. It still has earthly consequences, it still hurts people, it 
displeases God and it makes us feel distant from God. Anyone who has ever fallen off a 
ladder or missed the trampoline on the way down, can tell you that gravity can hurt 
when you get too far away from the ground, but it never fails to pull you back. As slaves 
to God, sin can still hurt us and the people around us, but it cannot ey pull us 
away from God... 


...because God owns us. This is the promise that is sealed in our hearts at our baptism. 
The PCUSA Directory for Worship calls baptism “the sign and symbol of our inclusion 
in God’s grace and covenant.” It is a visible sign that we have been claimed by God’s 
grace. In other words, it heralds a change of masters, a reversal of gravity. 


There’s a fundamental change that takes place in us when we transition from being 
slaves to sin to being slaves to God. It is not, as Paul and our own experience show us, a 
complete eradication of sin from our lives. But there is a change in our core being— 


So when Paul says, “If I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is 
the sin living in me that does it,” he is not looking to pass the blame for his sin—he’s not 
saying, “The boogeyman did it!” Rather, he is saying that the sin that he now commits is 
a diversion from his true nature—the new nature he has received from Christ. The sin 
living in him cannot give him his identity because Christ has destroyed the power of sin 
to own US. 


I want to address two problems that Christians fall into when we fail to acknowledge or 
appreciate the gravity of God’s grace. One common problem is continuing to live as if 
gravity never reversed. A lot of us know on one level that Christ died to forgive our sins, 
but still we believe that we have to atone for them ourselves by our good works. 
Christianity quickly becomes an exhausting, miserable chore—a lifetime of trying and 
failing to please God by the diligence of our work. 


This is the state that Martin Luther was in during his monk days, before his re- 


formation. Luther tried in vain for years to work his way to salvation through contrition 
and penance and confession. Some days he would spend up to six hours recalling his 
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sins from the day in the confessional. Six hours! That’s like watching Titanic twice in a 
row, or driving from here to Canada, or standing in line to meet Hilary Duff...I’ve heard. 


Finally one day Luther accepted that God’s grace was the only thing that could liberate 
him from his sin, and at last he felt the joy of his release from the bondage of sin. 


A second problem comes when we expect to experience moral perfection upon our 
conversion, rather than a reversal of gravity. “If I am truly a slave to God,” some of us 
think, “then it should be impossible for me to sin. And if I do sin, then I’m a bad 
Christian—or maybe not even a Christian at all.” This belief is rampant in the Church. 


I know a guy who became a Christian a few years ago at camp and then, a few days after 
he got home, he found himself drunk at a party. The guilt he felt the next day was so 
great that he seriously doubted whether his conversion had been real. 


Maybe you have been struggling for 5 or 10 or 50 years with the same sin of anger, or 
pride, or lust, or jealousy. Perhaps you feel like a hypocrite because of it—like a sub-par 
Christian. Maybe you even feel like you’ve pulled yourself completely away from God’s 
grace. 


If that’s you, I hope the gravity image will help. As often as we pull ourselves away from 
God, God pulls us back to Godself—as tirelessly as gravity holds us to the earth. Our 
stupid, sinful actions cannot exhaust God’s grace. And our sins do not define us as 
horrible, worthless people. We get our identity from being slaves to God—from being 
created by God in God’s image and redeemed by Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. Our sins 
no longer come from our true nature. 


I also want you to remember your baptism. Remember that you are sealed into God’s 
grace and covenant. Whenever Martin Luther would struggle with doubt or temptation 
or guilt, he would press his fingers into his forehead and repeat over and over again, “I 
am baptized!”...by which he meant, “I am God’s!” 


The Christian life does involve a change in our behavior, and we are expected to be 
obedient, but it is God’s grace—not our obedience—that binds us to God...as a slave to its 
master, as a fetter binds a wandering heart, as gravity holds our bodies fast to the earth. 


In our bondage to God we find true freedom—freedom to obey out of love and not out of 
fear, knowing that if we screw up...when we screw up, God is still with us, holding us 
tight. And there’s nothing we can do about that. 
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Melissa Johnson 
Short Story: “Journeys” 


You trace your hand in purple crayon around your thumb, finger, finger, finger, pinky, 
down your wrist and there it is: the puffy, inflated impression of a thinner hand, obscure 
and disfigured but yet as innocent as those far-back kindergarten days. Days of fat 
pencils in cups in the middle of short tables, days of alphabet posters that bordered the 
top of the chalkboard. Naive days of coloring books, of crumbled iced animal crackers 
that relinquished legs or tails or heads to the bottom of the box, of hands smelling of dirt 
and crayons, of plastic jewelry that accessorized your mom’s clothes when you used to 
play dress-up. 


And now how different: you, alone, waiting, aging moment by moment. Your eyes fixed 
on the table. The table covered by white linen, the linen covered by brown butcher 
paper, the paper covered with place settings of square plates and artistically inornate 
silverware, a single flickering votive candle floating in green-tinted water in a cubic vase 
in the center of the table, crayons scattered haphazardly amongst it all. You’re supposed 
to draw on the tables. And as a concession to the artistic types, particularly 
extraordinary crayon masterpieces hang around the restaurant — inspiration or 
aspiration, it seems. Ah, the restaurant: too swanky for your taste, too modern and 
snooty, too young for you as you feel ancient amidst the well-dressed thirty-somethings. 
So you trace your hand. Over and over, on top of tracings and beneath tracings. The 
outlines give no reference to younger hands, older hands, any hands. They are all the 
same and your hand is immortalized without any age. 


You wonder if you'll like her. You are supposed to love her, she is yours, even if you 
didn’t let her tiny fingers and lips melt you and coerce you into keeping her in your 
arms. She is of your heart so you must go find that unconditional pliability within 
yourself that lets you embrace her no matter what her shape — you are bent on that keen 
love you've never given before. Loving her goes beyond the profoundest grip of 
obligation. You'll love her because you do. But will you like her?—her clothes and the 
smell of cigarette smoke that could shroud them, her hair and the fake red she could 
have dyed it, the deliberate choice not to marry that she could have made and the man 
she could be sleeping with nonetheless — will you detest her but love her anyway? You 
know nothing but her name. 


You blink and you see him — your husband in his chair by the window. You hear the 
bathtub faucet in its drip-drip-drip when you leave the bathroom naked after your 
morning shower. The flash of your then-smooth, taut shadow across the wall as you 
pass the bed in silhouette and the way that your whole shivering body fits into the soft 
fleshiness of his lap. You curl up and think about the irony of fetal position in that very 
moment. How good it feels to nestle into his chest and how nice it feels to have his 
hands spread on your back instead of fisted in your stomach! How scared you were, 
then, to tell him about your decision, how you knew that he’d never understand but only 
pull your hair instead! How you knew that his actions would justify your staunch 
decision — how you were going to hold on so strong to letting go, to doing what you 
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knew was for the best, no matter how hard he would try to bruise you into changing 
your mind. 


You remember the smell of the closet, the old wool of decaying overcoats and the 
comforting softness of worn leather shoes. There were hangers there if you needed a 
weapon, but mostly, there was darkness where you could cry and nurse your love for 
him back to health. And you put your hands over you belly — you hadn’t even started to 
show yet! — and whispered your love and wished you had better words for why you could 
only be there for nine months and then be gone forever. You wished everywhere could 
be as safe and warm as the inside of your womb. 


The waiter offers you a latte or cappuccino, but you just take some tea and keep waiting 
and getting older. You remember how young she is at a meager 27 but how old 27 feels 
when you reach it. And you remember how young 20 felt when you were in love, how 
old 20 felt the first time he pushed you against the door, and how young 20 again felt 
when you couldn’t resist him when he kissed you with sincere boyish love and apology — 
every time. 


Then you see her walking toward the table, healthy and proportioned, bouncy auburn 
hair clipped back on either side: a fashionable woman in black silk dress pants and a bay 
pink cashmere cowl-neck sweater. She puts up a business-like demeanor in order to 
find some comfort in this awkward moment of introduction. Intimate strangers, 
meeting outside the comfort of the womb. She extends her hand and though you would 
rather stand and put your arms around her, you extend yours in return, your dry and 
stiff hand meeting her youthful one. 


You look at her eyes and notice that this detached handshake has drawn tears from her 
hiding places. Your eyes water too, and you wish you had the words to make her 
understand. You'd sent a letter...but how could she ever know? To her, it wasn’t fair. It 
was you giving up and taking the easy way out. How could you tell her that you were 
protecting her, shielding her, keeping the pain away from her and taking it upon 
yourself? 


“Mother.” 

She says it once and looks down at the tracings of your hand. The tea-scent and the 
candle flame and the crayon-wax: as soothing and tactile as you wish you could have 
been to her. But she calls you mother nonetheless and now she takes the picture out. 


The picture you had sent. You and him, stiff and posed, tuxedo and pure white veil. She 
points. 


“Gone,” you Say. 


And she nods, and then stifles a sniffle, and then looses her tears without shame. You 
know she knows; you know she understands. And you don’t have to say another word. 
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Barbara Gail Simons 
Sermon: “The Threshing Floor” 
Scripture: Matthew 3:1-12 


I 


As many of us know from experience, when a patient is scheduled for surgery, a good 
surgeon visits the patient on the day before the operation to explain what is going to 
happen the next day. The surgeon reassures the patient, does a final checkup, and gives 
the patient a chance to ask questions. 


At such a time the patient has urgent questions: 
What is going to happen to me? 

When can I expect to be well again? 

What do I need to do? 


Before final examinations professors often have review sessions, so their students will 
know what to expect and will be prepared to do their best. 


God prepares us too. For love of the people of Israel, God sent John the Baptist to 
prepare them for the coming of Jesus, who would give them the bread of life. Not only 
was Jesus coming, but the nation of Israel was also about to experience another major 
change in their religious life. 


At that time, the people of Israel received forgiveness for sins by bringing an animal 
without blemish to the temple as a sacrifice. You would put your hand on the animal’s 
head and the animal would die for you. Then the priest would dash its blood against 
the altar to make atonement for your sins. 


But this was about to change. The Pharisees and Sadducees didn’t realize it, but about 
forty years into the future, in 70 AD, the Romans were going to punish the Israelites for 
a political revolt by completely destroying the entire city of Jerusalem. Soon the people 
of Israel would no longer be able to obtain forgiveness of sins there by sacrificing the 
blood of goats and calves. Jerusalem’s glorious temple, built on the threshing floor of 
Araunah the Jebusite, was burned to the ground and has never been rebuilt. 


Like Monday morning quarterbacks, we can look back with hindsight and see the 
disaster coming. But when John the Baptist began to preach, the Pharisees and 
Sadducees didn’t know what was going to happen. They thought they were good people, 
doing the right thing, following the laws of Moses. Why should they have to repent and 
change their ways? 


The Sadducees were in charge of the religious government and the priestly rituals of the 
Temple at Jerusalem. In order to keep their privileges, they were forced to collaborate 
with the Roman authorities who dominated them. The Sadducees believed that 
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compromising with the Romans was better than having no temple at all. They kept the 
temple running smoothly, and the people came to worship. 


In contrast, the Pharisees, or “separate ones,” had separated themselves from all impure 
contacts in their determination to obey the Lord. They observed the Sabbath with 
extreme strictness, and followed many elaborate rules that they thought were necessary 
for salvation. They believed that God rejected the common working people who did not 
have the time or money to live up to their strict standards. 


So, crowds of people were going to John the Baptist for spiritual help, asking “What 
should we do?” John was teaching them to repent and baptizing them. John knew that 
the Pharisees and Sadducees also needed to repent — to return to the covenants God 
made with Abraham and Moses. They needed to change their ways. 


What had the religious leaders neglected to do? The prophet Ezekiel spelled it 
out in this prophecy to an earlier generation (Ezekiel 34:2-4): 


“Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! Should 
not shepherds feed the sheep? ... 

You have not strengthened the weak, 

you have not healed the sick, ... 

you have not brought back the strayed, 

you have not sought the lost, 

but with force and harshness you have ruled them.” 


II 


To help them understand, John told the Pharisees and Sadducees what God was going 
to do by comparing it to the threshing of wheat. The Israelites were an agricultural 
community, and the most important work was farming. This “threshing” symbolism 
was significant to them. My great-grandfathers were farmers, and they would have 
understood it too. But when my professor assigned us to speak on these verses, I had no 
idea what chaff was. How many of you have ever actually seen wheat and chaff? 


This is what I discovered. Every year, when the wheat was ready for harvest, it was cut 
with a wooden sickle and the stalks were piled on a hard level piece of ground known as 
a threshing-floor, usually on the top of a hill where the wind blew. 


In a wheat stalk, each individual grain of wheat is covered by a tight outer covering, 
called chaff, which protects the wheat from insects and diseases while the wheat is 
growing to maturity. The chaff is not evil. The chaff is necessary to protect the growing 
wheat, but when the wheat is mature the chaff dries up. The farmer has to remove this 
hard outer covering in order to make the wheat into bread. 


Separating the chaff from the wheat was a hard, dirty job. On the threshing-floor, first 
the farmer used friction and pressure to loosen the chaff from the wheat by either 
having oxen walk all over it with their hooves, or by running an ox-pulled wooden sledge 


24 







an 
=> 
. 4 
ae - Sa Ph hare 


Pw dass aut Shas * - 
eichibaaciye aren : ‘ 


Sag 
as was aac 


sity at fig mor? pe ee OE ee sree atouepa wi The ork 7 cad 
he tind sdb bevel Beet onl endo od aortaniinevas a lt 














































—_ 


Sed tifigesort rods tadt salen: sierrodieia yrusat be Gane ota 
pes Pa voc Slee untihicer rons si stoner’ boi nd eat. 100 
see be a 0 2m aw ami 
dimen 

' dw ariihés steal Larritain 10? tattall acl aifo’ 08 gabog on ened a 

tacl? + end dAel mrad gniziteed hate maere ol marin ated a Di same 
Cad} dl reste roe Sekt at (6191047 OS deimapyeo? Lyahoiés eseariebecioe , sel ant 
ow Tel? ined oF habeas gost eo! basi da cists 


nies ory se 
a « ) 


aa] 


, 7 

“y* o fl pi uw a) 

i be'lecgactutealt Toit yore oe? vob nt banialyastanilioats nights: oat fh 
- he loblost) noiaenaneg silhes ae ote jog 


ico) VaSRpe aa (eines) Te yack Yate caves hands siswchante . ah 


, f os 


a Seeoatizads bos eletorieg 
dsonas 93 bey atte 101, : 
Jviaatly bined saat: ibe 
begin oat Ann joaerrd sears gum wa i 
| »  Saol sil bree Jor any ny 
oouls Calter sand srg eased hiep naka 5 
i am am 


a . an rn 
niiag aeee BOD 4edw anneal bo sovahtnat “da Lilet adil basserstage 2y 
nushahigane 9294 \olehyntt afl aeaeler dp galdeaull sdiath ga oo vd ¢ 
(aly ‘ert “aepioeiiit iia) nines caw 214 inet feour orft bres | iting 


“WKA Pier peard) ’ aTatirise) Vw erodinihoury java uM sii ot PASTS 
e bel) eowteetend? ao dooue of ay borgina somaslory yor nonw bot wane aad 1 
| (flee fetes feule ww Vibe eres wind ogy te yen WOH arn De b 


> hae tt sereegadh got ¢hans vse Thaler els oviiw alae oael: 
Ww a bavow, ke wdy ovoi ned eno belly snr ations ott 
1 we, ALCW Ot 1) orm Sag Lhet + to.qot adi a0 Willner 00 


ehaveo Tete ti) we boreres-tt Iepchy lo ab 

a fee vive adibelidur wacae: ' hee atoant mors 

ivirtt acd Saale of yeti gf Rerl> of ¥ ve 20m eden 

teh oc coemeery poh renner oT ya sss Tort ca Sita Fre 
beard alee de a oh 17 


over it. The friction separated the dry covering of the wheat kernels from the inner 
grain. 


After the oxen rubbed all the chaff from the wheat grains, the wheat and chaff were 
together in one big pile. So, during the time of the evening breeze, the farmer removed 
the chaff by using a big threshing fork to toss the wheat and chaff high up into the air, 
over and over and over again. The solid wheat fell back down to the threshing floor. 
The chaff was lighter, so the wind blew it off to the side. The farmer burned the useless 
chaff to keep it from blowing back into the wheat if the wind changed direction. 


After hours of tossing the wheat up into the wind and getting chaff in his hair and eyes 
and lungs, finally the farmer had clean wheat. He put it into bags and took it to be 
ground up into flour. Then the farmer’s wife kneaded the flour into bread dough. She 
put the bread dough into the oven, where the fire baked the bread into fragrant, 
nourishing food to feed the people. 


{il 


So, what was John the Baptist trying to tell the Pharisees and Sadducees? For them, the 
animal sacrifices in the Temple were necessary to make atonement and receive 
forgiveness, but for God, they were like chaff that was about to be burned away from the 
mature wheat. The kingdom of heaven was coming near. As the author of Hebrews 
wrote, “when there is a change in the priesthood, there ts necessarily a change in the 
law as well” (Hebrews 7:12). God will always be faithful to his covenant with the 
beloved people of Israel. This prophecy of Ezekiel was about to be fulfilled by Jesus 
Christ (Ezekiel 34:7-30, selected verses): 


“Therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD. ... 
I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep ... says the Lord GOD. 
Twill seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, 
and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, 
but the fat and the strong I will destroy. 
I will feed them with justice. ... 
I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, 
and he shall feed them ... and be their shepherd.\ ... 
They shall know that [, the LORD their God, am with them, 
and that they, the house of Israel, are my people, 
says the Lord GOD.” 


Jesus Christ has come as our high priest, atoning for our sins, not with the blood of 
goats and calves, but with his own blood, which gives us eternal redemption. And Jesus 
has called each of us into the priesthood of all believers, God’s own people (1 Peter 2:9). 


Because of Jesus, the words of John the Baptist are good news for us. In love, God takes 
each of us to his threshing-floor to prepare us to joyfully participate in the life of Jesus 
Christ, the bread of life. 
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God uses friction and pressure to separate each of us from our chaff—from our hard, 
tight protective coverings that separate us from God and from each other. Then God 
baptizes us with the Holy Spirit. God lifts us up into the wind to clean us, and purifies 
us with fire. God gathers us in community to hear God’s Word, to care for each other, 
and to celebrate the sacraments together. 


When we are ready, God uses each one of us—you and me—to nourish others with the 
heart of the wheat, the spiritual bread that gives life to the world. 

God is seeking the lost through you. 

God is bringing back the strayed through you. 

God is binding up the injured through you. 

God is strengthening the weak through you. 

God is bringing them justice through you. 


This is what we celebrate in the sacrament of communion: 

Jesus took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to 
them, saying, "This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me’ 
(Luke 22:19). 


U 


This is the word of the Lord. Let us rejoice and give thanks. 
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Susan Richardson 
Sermon: Untitled 
Scripture: Psalm 126, Isaiah 43: 16-21, Philippians 3:8-14, Luke 20: 9-19 
(Preached at St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church, Lambertville) 


In the psalm we just prayed together, there’s a verse: “Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like 
the watercourses of the Negev.” The Negev. Not a place we normally think about, but 
an important idea in the psalm, because it has everything to do with how the verse does 
— or doesn’t — make sense. Because the Negev was, and still is, a wedge of desert in 
what is now southern Israel. A desert — so, by definition, a waterless place. 


So when the psalmists asks that fortune — bounty, affirmation — be restored like 
watercourses in the Negev, he’s asking for channels of water flowing into the desert. 
Something profound, something miraculous — something he knows he can’t create on 
his own. So he pleads to God for the sense of life and possibility he used to have, when, 
in his words, “our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with shouts of joy. We 
were like those who dream” — and dreaming, of course, is about unlimited possibility. 
Because all he can see right now is barrenness. 


There are times in our lives when we are led into deserts like this, when, like the 
psalmist, our hope is for the miracle of newness in what seems barren. It might be a 
desert, a wilderness, that came on quickly, with one sweeping loss, like the death of a 
loved one, or unexpectedly losing a job. It might have come about slowly, through more 
subtle changes in your work or a relationship. Or it may just be a time when you realize 
that your life is changing, only you don’t yet know how. 


But the bottom line is that somehow - like in the deserts of Exodus and of the exiles, 
like the desert of Jesus’ temptation — you’re far away from the comfort you were used to, 
and you don’t know where this desert is taking you. 


That’s really scary. And if you’re anything like me, your first response is: this feels really 
bad — I need to fix it. And the second response is: because it feels bad, I must be here 
because I made a mistake. These are the great temptations of the desert. And they are 
temptations we need to resist. 


Now it’s true, that in these places in our lives, we are often at a point of change, of big 
decisions — about where we live, who we live with, where we work. There’s no question 
that there are all kinds of logistical things to take care of. 


The problem arises when we look to these logistics — or worse, to the anxieties and fears 
they so easily give rise to — as the source of the new life we are seeking. 


As necessary as the logistics are, they’re not the point. The logistics aren’t what guide us 
or nourish us when we’re in a wilderness, and our organizational prowess is not what 
gets us to the other side, as tempting as that illusion might be. Whatever change is 
going on in our lives is propelled by new life that comes from somewhere else. 
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Which is what the psalmist seems to understand so well. He’s not fretting about how he 
can bring about tumbling water in the desert. He makes his appeal to God. 


And God answers. Not in the psalm, but in the very next reading we heard today. For 
just as the psalmist expresses the perfect wilderness, God, through Isaiah, gives the 
perfect answer. 


“Do not consider the things of old,” God says. “I am about to do a new thing; now it 
springs forth. Do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness, and rivers 
in the desert. I give rivers in the desert to give drink to my chosen people.” 


Rivers in the desert. In other words, watercourses in the Negev. The very thing the 
psalmist asked for. But what God’s telling the psalmist, what God’s telling us, is not that 
it’s on offer at some point in the future, and not that it’s on offer only if we’ve done the 
right things, if we’ve built the right kinds of irrigation ditches. It’s welling up now, God 
says; we don’t reach for it, it reaches for us. “Now it springs forth. Don’t you perceive 
Tice 


It’s so beautifully simple. The answer’s right there. We may be desperately living as 
though the new is ours to make, but in fact, it’s already being made. And God invites us 
simply to be changed by what is already on offer, even as we fret and work and plan. 


Which helps us avoid the great temptation of the desert: thinking that we’re earning that 
love and new life because of all the hard work we’re doing. That’s a seductive line of 
thinking, but it’s also a slippery downhill slope, one Paul warns against in the Epistle 
reading today: we don’t earn God’s love in proportion to anything that we do — that 
would put us into the position of negotiating with God. God’s love is given to us. And 
that’s important to remember in the desert. Because as soon as we think we can get out 
of doing the right things, then we might start to think that the whole reason we’re there 
is that we did the wrong things. In other words, the desert as ‘mistake.’ And we’d miss 
all the richness of why God led us there. 


If we see the desert as a mistake, then we miss out on the desert as a place of remarkable 
beauty that makes us stronger and clearer. We’d miss out on new knowledge building 
inside us, about to burst forth and reshape our lives; we’d miss out on the love budding 
around us in the strange new landscape. We’d miss out on the chance to be more 
grounded in the daily rhythms of our humanness, to find the holy in all the dusty places 
we'd automatically assumed God wasn't. 


And while it’s true that loneliness, fear, and frustration don’t just disappear, neither do 
they stay the same. They, too, feel God’s transformative effect, and they change, even as 
we feel them. 


“Tm about to do a new thing,” God says through Isaiah. And that new thing is us. We’re 


not witnessing it, we are it. We are God’s breath and heartbeat, blood and pulse. And 
his new life rises up from inside of our lives. 
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God says, yes, I’ve given you good things in the past. But don’t get hung up on it. Look 
around, and see how I’m already at work in your world at this very second. Unfurl your 
hands and your minds and hearts, because I never, ever stop giving you the new — I 
never stop pouring my love into your life. 


In short, we may think we’ve seen it all, but we haven’t. Nor will we ever. God’s desire 
to create new life and to create it in us is infinite, and his inventiveness knows no 
bounds. It doesn’t stop at the edge of the desert, it doesn’t stop when we're scared or 
alone, it doesn’t stop when confronted with the impossible. 


And after all, isn’t that what’s at the core of today’s gospel, when Jesus quotes the psalm, 
saying that the stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. That 
cornerstone became God’s most in-your-face example of how — in the barren desert of 
the old, when everyone thought they were in total control, that they had seen it all — God 
said, no, you haven’t. You can do whatever you want to the body of Christ — and still, it 
will live. In the last place you expected to find the new, in the last way in which you 
expected to find it, I will give you the ultimate new life. 


And that’s the journey we’re about to travel as we move through Holy Week. The 
journey that ends in that new life. When, like the psalmist, our mouths are filled with 
laughter, our tongues with shouts of joy. Turgid, tumbling rivers of water spill into the 
barrenness of our desert. And we are like those who dream, in a field of infinite 
possibility. 
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Nathan Carlin 
Sermon: “The Chance of God’s Love” 
Scripture: Luke 4.16-30 
(Preached at Troon Old Parish Church, Scotland) 


“How could you. .. a mathematician, a man devoted to reason and logical proof... how 
could you believe that aliens are sending you messages? How could you believe that 
aliens from outer space are sending you messages? How could you believe that you are 
being recruited by aliens to save the world? How could you... 2?” 


Nash looked up at last and fixed Mackey with an unblinking stare as cool and 
dispassionate as that of any bird or snake. “Because,” Nash said slowly in his soft, 
reasonable southern drawl, as if talking to himself, “the ideas I had about supernatural 
beings came to me the same way that my mathematical ideas did. So I took them 
seriously.”1 Sylvia Nasar reports this conversation in her award winning book, A 
Beautiful Mind, which eventually inspired a Hollywood movie. 


The back of the book reads: “At the age of thirty-one, John Nash, mathematical genius, 
suffered a devastating breakdown and was diagnosed with schizophrenia. Yet after 
decades of leading a ghost-like existence, he was to re-emerge to win a Nobel Prize and 
world acclaim.”2 A nice story, really, but I’m interested in this alien business. Nash took 
his delusions seriously because they came to him much in the same way that his 
mathematical insights did. Insights come from paying attention to the unconventional, 
and truths are found from unexpected sources. 


KKHKKEKKE 


[Jesus] went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he 
went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. 


It must have been difficult for Jesus to stand up and read in front of all of those experts. 
Jesus was just a young fellow then, so it must have been intimidating for him. Folks 
often tell me about the fear they have faced in reading from our lectern. And I can 
identify with that fear! I remember my first Sunday in Troon Old—how nervous I was in 
just putting on my robes! Now I think I would feel awkward without them! 


KEKRKKE 


The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place 
where it is written: 


"The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 


because he has anointed me 
to preach good news to the poor. 


' Sylvia Nasar, A Beautiful Mind, p. 11. 
é Ibid., back cover. 
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He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
and recovery of sight for the blind, 

to release the oppressed, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor." 


Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of 
everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them, 
"Today this scripture ts fulfilled in your hearing." 


To his audience, Jesus must have sounded delusional, maybe like John Nash. He must 
have sounded crazy. How, for example, are prisoners free? How can the blind see? What 
good news is there for the poor? How will the oppressed be released? And is this really 
the year of the Lord’s favor? 


How can any of that be true, and how can we possibly know? 


Two thousand years later, we still have the poor, we still have the prisoners, we still have 
the blind, people and nations are still oppressed. Where is the Lord’s favor? Yes, Jesus 
made a very bold statement reading that passage from Isaiah, and he was even bolder to 
suggest that it had been fulfilled in him. Yes, Jesus must have sounded delusional. 


KKEKEKEKXHE 


“No, it can’t be,” I thought to myself. It’s three in the morning, and I must have fallen 
asleep. Or maybe I was hallucinating. Could it be real? 


While I was working on my undergraduate degree, I would spend my summers in the 
steel mill with my father. It was one of the best paying jobs around that a college-kid 
could get, and also I wanted to work with my father. I thought that working there would 
help me understand him better, and it did. 


We worked shifts. It was the midnight shift. Twelve midnight to eight in the morning. 
Sometimes before work I would go to a local restaurant, eat a snack, and read. At the 
time, I was reading for my senior thesis, and I was reading a book called Jesus the 
Healer by Stevan Davies. As I mentioned before in a previous sermon, college was a 
difficult time for me because I was breaking down my literal approach to scripture and 
replacing it with a metaphorical approach. 


But this Jesus the Healer book almost did me in. I accepted the fact that Moses did not 
write the first five books of the Bible, I accepted the fact that the Bible contradicts itself 
at points, and I even accepted the fact that many of the stories in the Bible were stories 
never intended to be history as we think of the discipline of history today. But what 

Davies did was too much. His Jesus the Healer book was the straw that broke my back. 


You see, I thought that, even if all the biblical scholars are right, I still had history on my 


side. I was holding on to the fact that, because Christianity has been successful, God 
must have been behind it. There are plenty of world religions that didn’t make it—but 
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Christianity did. The fact that one man changed the world was a miracle to me—the fact 
that Christianity was successful seemed miraculous. How else could one man do such a 
thing? 


Davies, I remember reading, explained how and why Christianity spread, and he did it 
without appealing to God or the Holy Spirit or miracles. I can’t remember now what 
exactly his argument is, but I remember reading it then—and being convinced. And I 
remember embarrassing tears running down my cheeks as I sat silently in Perkins and 
had my last crutch taken away. I finished my nachos. 


KEKEKKEK 


"T tell you the truth, "[Jesus] continued, "no prophet ts accepted in his hometown.” 


I drove to work silent, anxious, afraid. Afraid that I was about to lose my faith. Anxious 
because I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life. Since I was fifteen, I planned 
my life around becoming a minister. Now I didn’t know if I could believe it anymore. I 
am a man committed to reason and logical proof, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to 
do now. What would my family think if I gave up the faith? What would my church 
think? No, there was little hope of being accepted in my little hometown of Portersville, 
Pennsylvania. 


And as I was knocking molten steel out of its molds on the caster, I thought to myself, 
“What if God is only a projection? What if we created God in our image because we are 
too afraid to face the cold realities of life?” It was three in the morning, during the 
second metal tap of the night, that I wondered, “Is God’s love even real?” And just at 
that moment, on the next piece of steel I saw a bright, glowing, orange heart. 


“No, it can’t be,” I thought to myself. It’s three in the morning, and I must have fallen 
asleep. Or maybe I was hallucinating. Could it be real? 


KKEEKKKE 


All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips. 
"Isn't this Joseph's son?" they asked. Jesus said to them, "Surely you will quote this 
proverb to me: 'Physician, heal yourself! Do here in your hometown what we have 
heard that you did in Capernaum.'" 


I wanted to see the orange heart again. I wanted to ask God directly, and then see the 
heart. Maybe it wasn’t even a heart. Like Jesus said, if I were one of his contemporaries, 
I probably would have wanted to see him do the things that I had heard he had done. I 
would have wanted to see what he had done in Capernaum. 


KKRKKKEEK 


After Jesus was rejected in his hometown, he went on to tell them how Elijah and Elisha 
were not sent to Israel, but to those on the outside. He must have been implying that he 
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too was not sent to the people of his hometown, but to those on the outside. And after 
this insult, the crowd became angry. They got so angry that they got up, drove him out 
of the town, and took him to the brow of the hill on which the town was built, in order 
to throw him down the cliff. 


The commentaries say that this passage teaches us that God is particularly present with 
those on the outside—the less fortunate, with those with less opportunity. Jesus said, 
there were many in Israel with leprosy in the time of Elisha the prophet, yet not one of 
them was cleansed—only Naaman the Syrian. 


I think God is particularly present with the oppressed and excluded not because God 
loves them more, but because I think they are more attuned to see and hear and feel 
God’s presence. It is the starving who really pray, “Give us this day our daily bread;” it is 
prisoners who know what freedom means; and it is the mentally ill who cling to Jesus’ 
words: don’t worry. 


The rich do not need to ask God for food, so they tend to be less thankful for it. Like Bart 
Simpson once asked, “why do we have to thank God for food when we bought it at the 
grocery store?” When one lives a comfortable life, one is not forced to take a chance on 
God. One doesn’t really need to ask, is God’s love real? 


KKEKKKEE 


In his The Varieties of Religious Experience, now a classic, William James closed by 
saying, “the power of religion is not that it offers ‘assurance of salvation’—it cannot 
make good on its claim—but that it offers ‘the chance of salvation.”’3 James says this 
because he is speaking as a philosopher here, not as a Christian preacher. 


Religion offers us a chance of salvation. A chance. Not certainty—religion cannot make 
good on that claim. A chance of salvation. It dares us to hope. 


I offer this viewpoint not because I think that you need to be talked into taking a chance 
on God, but I present this to you as a way of asking you, how has God worked in your 
life? When have you taken a chance on God? Have you ever asked, is God’s love real? 


KEKEKKEE 


Is God’s love real? 


Just as they were about to throw Jesus over the cliff, he walked right through the crowd 
and went on his way. He went on his way. He walked right through and went on his 
way. This was a miracle. The crowd was about to throw him over, and Jesus walked right 
through and went on his way. After the whole thing was over, I bet Jesus asked himself 
(because he was human after all), “Did that just happen? Did God save me? Could I walk 
back through again?” 


* Quoted in Donald Capps, Men and Their Religion, p. 181. 
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I wonder, looking back on your own life, have you ever encountered something that may 
have been miraculous? How has God touched your life? Often times we can only see 
God’s hand in our life by looking backwards. Have you ever walked through something 
that was like a mob in your life? 


KEEKKREEK 


When I started college, I entered as a History major because I wanted to find out which 
Christian denomination was historically closest to Jesus. And after I had figured that 
out, I figured that I would then join that denomination and study to become a minister 
in one of their seminaries or divinity schools. As it turns out, I don’t think the answer is 
that easy anymore. In fact, I think that religion is like language. And just as it doesn’t 
make sense to call a language right or wrong, it doesn’t make sense to call a religion 
right or wrong. However, some languages are more articulate than others, and I happen 
to think that Christianity is the best expression of God’s love. But maybe I need to study 
other languages to get a better hold on this question. 


KEKEKKEE 


I think that it is an interesting point to make that, in Matthew’s version of this story, 
Jesus is not able to heal in Nazareth because the people do not have faith. They were not 
willing to take a chance on Jesus. 


But not all of us have that luxury. Some of us are holding on to that chance because it is 
the only thing we have left. The poor, the prisoners, the oppressed, they have to take 
that chance; they have to be healed. But I suspect that many of us need to be healed, too. 


And I have had moments of existential angst in my life—that night in Perkins after 
finishing the Jesus the Healer book. Is God’s love real at all? Did I really see a heart that 
night? I don’t know, but I don’t think it matters all that much. That night I discovered 
that, sometimes we need to live by the heart, not solely by the mind. Sometimes we need 
to live on chances, not always by calculations. 


Maybe one day humanity will decide that Christianity is as crazy as believing that aliens 
send messages to us from outer space. But in the end, faith, hope, and love remain, and 
I’m willing to take a chance on God’s love and proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 


God will walk us through the mob. Just hope. Hope. 


Amen. 
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